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THE BLACK BEETLE

Since first reported in Western Australia
27 years ago, the black beetle has spread
widely to become a well-known pest in
metropolitan home lawns and public grassed
areas.

By C. F. H. JENKINS
Chief, Biological Services Division

The adult beetle (enlarged)

T H E black beetle (Heteronychus sanctae-helenae Blanchard) is a native of South Africa
which seems to have first gained a footing in Australia in about 1930, for it was then
recorded as a pest of maize in New South Wales. (Gurney 1934).

The first reports of the beetle in
Western Australia came from Albany in
1938 when some damage to potatoes was
experienced. Since that date the beetle
has gradually spread and it is now common in the metropolitan area where it
infests golf greens, tennis courts and
similar turf areas. It is also gradually
increasing in importance as a market
garden pest, especially where crops are
grown on river flats and other areas
favourable to the build-up of beetle
populations.
The adult beetle is a typical cockchafer,
glossy black in colour and measuring
about five-eighths of an inch in length.
Although possessing wings, the beetle
spends most of its time on or under the
ground and is very sluggish in its movements.
Massed flights on warm sultry nights
have been recorded in New South Wales
(Wallace, 1946a) where populations of up
to 30 beetles to the square yard of grassland have been observed, but flying
swarms have not been reported locally.

LIFE HISTORY

Eggs are laid in the spring and early
summer and these hatch into larvae
known as "white grubs" or "curl grubs".
When fully fed these grubs measure
about one inch in length and are whitish
in general colour. The head, however, is
light brown and the hind end is blackish,
due to the transparent nature of the
outer covering. The description is typical
of many cockchafer grubs, some of which
are popularly known as "bardies" although this name is more correctly
applied to the wood-boring larvae of the
Longicorn beetles.
The spring adults cause damage to
crops and turf playing areas, but after
egg-laying has been completed their
numbers decline.
The brood resulting from the spring
eggs appear in late summer and cause
further damage. With the approach of
winter the late summer beetles become
sluggish and spend the colder months in
dormant or semi-dormant condition.
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Owing to varying conditions in differ-ent localities and the artificial environ-ment produced by the watering of summer
sr
crops and lawns, some beetle activity can
n
usually be seen throughout the summer:r
but the spring and late summer peaks aree
usually quite evident.

be made to protect newly planted
susceptible crops.
Although the chief economic loss is
experienced where damage is done to cultivated crops, beetle activity causes great
concern to bowlers, golfers and greenkeepers, owing to the turf damage caused
and, more important still, the irregularities produced by the burrowing of the
beetles and the presence of numerous
bodies on the prepared turf.

FEEDING HABITS AND TYPE OF
INJURY

The main breeding-grounds of the
black beetle are moist river flats, lawns,
CONTROL
golf courses and other areas carrying aj
good growth of couch or pasture grasses. Cultural Measures
The white grubs are entirely subterranean1
Reference has already been made to
in their habits and feed among the rootss the beetle's preference for undisturbed
of grasses, etc.
grassland. When such areas are turned
The adults spend much time under-" in and planted to susceptible crops, beetle
ground, but may often be seen crawlingI damage often occurs. Similarly, when
on the ground surface and sometimess small areas of cultivated land are surflying around lights.
rounded by infested pasture paddocks,
A wide range of plants may be attacked,••> migration into the crop may take place.
and usually the injury occurs at ground1 Instances of this are not unusual in
level or just beneath the soil surface. potato swamps where heavy damage may
The main shoot or root may be grosslyf occur to the outer rows due to infiltration
injured, causing the plant to wilt and* from grazing lands.
later to collapse.
Where it is necessary to plant on beetleSeedlings and young plants are more5 infested soil, the ground should be worked
liable to damage than the more mature3 thoroughly and kept weed-free for as
stages so that particular efforts should1 long as possible. This will tend to starve
out insects already present and for this
purpose summer fallow is likely to be the
more effective.
The preservation of a clean fallow
strip between likely sources of infestation
(river frontages, pasture paddocks, etc.)
and the cropped area will tend to retard
beetle migration.
Such a cleared strip
will also facilitate baiting and other
control measures should beetles attempt
to cross the barrier.
Crop Preferences

Damage locally has so far been reported
mainly in potatoes, tomatoes, and maize,
but cabbages, cauliflowers and vine cuttings have also been attacked. Legumes
are not generally attractive to the beetle
and lettuce and silverbeet appear to be
safe crops. Pumpkins and melons may be
attacked but do not usually suffer heavy
damage.
The accompanying table based upon
New South Wales experience, may serve
as a useful guide.

Beetle larva (enlarged)
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LIABILITY OF CROPS AND WEEDS TO BLACK BEETLE ATTACK
Outstandingly Liable.

Tomatoes, Cauliflowers, Cabbages (young transplants)
Potatoes (tubers and stalks)
Strawberries (fruit)
Rhubarb
Dahlias
Petunias
Marigolds
Maize
Paspalum (P. dilatatum)

Liable.

Sweet Potatoes (ripe
tubers)
Swede turnips
Pumpkins
Roc kme Ions
Begonias
Phlox
Sweet Corn
Young Grape and Passion
Vines
Grasses — Couch, Carpet,
Summer, Kikuyu
Young Fruit Trees in
nursery rows
Lettuce (transplanted into
the field)

Not favoured for attack,
resistant or immune.

French Beans
Broad Beans
Silver Beet
Peas*
Lettuce (sown in the field)
Lucerne
Clovers
Lupins
Asters
Snapdragons
Chrysanthemums

* Late crops of untrellised green peas occasionally lose a fraction of their spring or early summer pickings
•when black beetle damages those pods which are in contact w i t h the ground.

pump is stopped. The time taken varies
according to the size of pump, speed,
sprinkler head, or area and must be carefully watched by the individual grower.
A good method is to put some colouring
such as Condys crystals, into the 4 gallon
container before applying the dieldrin
and watch the results of different tap
settings and times.

Sprays

In the south-west division where commercial crops of potatoes are subject to
damage, investigations have shown that
dieldrin and chlordane are particularly
effective against black beetle and that
dieldrin applied at the rate of one gallon
of 15 per cent, concentrate to the acre
will give satisfactory control.
In non-irrigated areas application can
be made with a boom spray either just
before planting or during wet weather
about four weeks after planting.
Where sprinkler irrigation has been
installed it can be utilised effectively to
apply the insecticide.
A half inch tap is incorporated on the
suction side of the pump and a four gallon container with water and dieldrin is
placed nearby and the two connected by
a half inch hose pipe. Sufficient dieldrin
15 per cent, to cover the area watered by
the sprinkler system is placed in the
water in the four gallon container. Thus
if the area covered is i of an acre, put
i of a gallon of dieldrin in the 4 gallon
container and fill it up with water.
Towards the end of the watering period,
the tap is turned on for about 10 minutes
and when the container is empty the

Baiting

Normal bran-Paris green baits used for
cutworms have proved ineffective against
the black beetle but crushed maize has
proved quite attractive. The maize should
be coarsely crushed and mixed with BHC
dust at the rate of 3 lb. of 10 per cent.
BHC dust to 1 cwt. crushed grain. The
bait should be scattered over cultivated
ground before planting and during a period
of beetle activity at the rate of about 30 lb.
per acre.
Where beetles are migrating into cultivated patches from adjacent paddocks,
a fallow strip can be periodically baited
and the maintenance of a deep verticalsided furrow or trench between the crop
and the source of infestation will prove
helpful.
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Turf Areas

Control

Many of the local complaints about
black beetles come from sporting bodies
where beetles are causing concern on
tennis courts or bowling greens.
The subterranean feeding of the insects
causes unthriftiness and may even cause
dead patches where large numbers have
eaten away the roots. As least as important as this to bowlers and other sportsmen are the irregularities produced by
the burrowing of the beetles and the
numerous bodies on the prepared turf.
All lawn grasses are subject to attack by
these insects.

One third of a pint of 15 per cent,
dieldrin should be mixed with a convenient amount of water and applied to
1,000 square feet. It is necessary to ensure
that the insecticide reaches the top soil
and to help achieve this a light watering
before and after application is advisable,
particularly if the insecticide is applied
in a small quantity of water.
Chlordane, heptachlor or a fairly heavy
application of DDT or BHC will also
control black beetle.

WEED CONTROL

ALGAE
The elimination of algae f r o m tanks and dams is of some consequence to
pastoralists. Not only do algal growths block outlets, pipes and taps, causing considerable inconvenience, b u t they frequently taint the water and several species are known
to be toxic to stock. Species of Green, Blue-Green and Brown algae have caused losses
in the Eastern States and overseas, b u t no known cases of stock losses f r o m this cause
have yet been recorded in Western Australia.
The growth of algae is greatly stimulated by warm conditions, and for this reason,
it causes most concern during the summer months. Light is essential for normal growth,
and much can be done to prevent the development of algae in tanks and other
comparatively small containers by completely covering them t o exclude all sunlight.
W i t h swimming pools and dams, or under conditions in which the exclusion of
light is not possible, chemical means may be employed to prevent algal growth. The
chemicals used are either bluestone (copper sulphate) or bleaching powder (Chloride of
lime).
W i t h bluestone the concentration recommended is about one part per m i l l i o n , i.e.,
1 lb. of bluestone for each 100,000 gallons, or 1 oz. per 6,000 gallons of water to be
treated. The bluestone should be dissolved in warm water before being added to the
algae-infected water. A glass or earthenware vessel should be used for this preliminary
m i x i n g as the copper is corrosive t o metals.
Bleaching powder is used at t h e rate of 2 oz. per 1,000 gallons or 12 lbs. per
100,000 gallons of water.
T h i s too should be dissolved in a small quantity of water
before being used. A t the strengths recommended above, the water is quite safe for
use by humans and stock, although the bleaching powder may impart a slight taint.
It is important that the chemical should be thoroughly mixed into the water
of the tank, dam, etc., so that the m a x i m u m e f f e c t may be obtained. W h e n treating
tanks and other containers of small capacity it is comparatively easy t o agitate the water
w i t h a long pole or some other implement, b u t w i t h dams, swimming pools etc., it is more
d i f f i c u l t . Good results, however, can be obtained by dissolving the chemical in several
gallons of water and spraying it over the whole surface or by adding small amounts in
many different spots.
W h e n the algal growth is k i l l e d and rises t o t h e surface i t should be raked out of
the water before its decay liberates any toxic substances, or taints the water.
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